Cynical America?

Misunderstanding the Public’s Message
By Robert M. Eisinger

The view that cynicism is on the rise in the US has become a truism among
scholars, political pundits and elected officials. Sociologists and political scientists
claim that “cynicism about elections is growing,” that the 1990s are a “cynical age,”
and that a “fog of cynicism” surrounds American politics. Columbia University
historian Alan Brinkley has said we live in “a time of unparalleled public cynicism
about politics, which has continued (and accelerated) to this day.”

The notion that cynicism pervades America transcends political party and profes-
sion. Vice President Al Gore has spoken about cynicism becoming a “malignant habit
in democracy,” and President Clinton has commented about an abundance of cynicism
in America. Republicans Steve Forbes and Elizabeth Dole have echoed these
sentiments. Reputable pollsters also have argued that cynicism is pervasive in America
(e.g., according to Andrew Kohut, Director of the Pew Center for Press and Policy,
“This is a very, very cynical public.”) Even Walter Cronkite has remarked that
“cynicism is rampant in our political culture.”
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The unanimity of opinion among scholars about the cynical status
of America should not surprise us, but it should alarm us. If
Americans are as cynical as alleged, then the political fabric of
American democracy is either shredding into pieces, or is about to.

29

Frequently, discussions about cynicism revolve around trust in government. Low
levels of trust and high levels of cynicism supposedly threaten democratic rule. David
Easton, Seymour Martin Lipset and William Schneider have all written about trust in
politics as a cornerstone of legitimate democratic regimes. Comments about cynicism
in the US presume that cynicism is with us, and that its presence inevitably stunts
political participation to dangerously low levels. The unanimity of opinion among
scholars about the cynical status of America should not surprise us, but it should alarm
us. If Americans are as cynical as alleged, then the political fabric of American
democracy is either shredding into pieces, or it is about to.

What is Cynicism?

Webster’s Unabridged Dictionary defines a cynic as “one who believes that
human conduct is motivated wholly by self-interest. A person who expects nothing but
the worst of human conduct and motives.” Other definitions of cynic, cynical and
cynicism include “someone who does not trust or respect the goodness of other people
and their actions, believing that people are interested only in themselves,” “contemp-
tuously distrustful of human nature and motives,” “showing little or no faith in human
nature; distrustful or contemptuous of others’ motives,” “showing contempt for
accepted standards of honesty or morality by one’s actions, especially by actions that
exploit the scruples of others; bitterly or sneeringly distrustful, contemptuous, or
pessimistic,” and “a refusal to engage with the world as much as a disposition of
antagonism toward it, a flight into solitude and interiority and an abnegation of politics
on the basis of its inauthenticity.” However these definitions vary, they all denote
cynicism as more than mere distrust. Cynicism is an intense attitude; it entails
antagonistic distrust of or contempt for humanity. In taking a cynical position, one
experiences a sense of the political; rather than being politically indifferent, the cynic
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is keenly aware of politics and the
political environment.

“Cynic”: It’s Fit to Print

There has been a significant in-
crease in the number of times the word
“cynic,” and its derivatives (“cynics,”
“cynical,”“cynicism,”) have been used
inthe press in the pastseventeen years.'
In 1980, the Washington Post and New
York Times collectively published the
word “cynic!” 682 times. By 1990,
“cynic!” was printed 1412 times, and
in 1997, there were 1433 “cynic!” ref-
erences in the two newspapers.

Additional content analyses indi-
cate there has been a significant in-
crease in the number of times “cynic!”
has been published simultaneously with
“societ!” or “public!™ In 1980, these
words are to be found in the same
article 323 times. By 1997, this has
grown to 676 times. The number of
times “cynic!” and either “societ!” or
“public!” was printed in the same para-
graph also has increased over time (64
in 1980, rising to 183 in 1997).> The
uses of these words frequently spike on
the even years, suggesting that they are
printed more frequently during con-
gressional and presidential election
years than in off-election years.

Similarly, in 1980, there were 411
articles with the two terms “cynic!”
and “America!;” by 1997, the number
had almost doubled to 814 times. The
New York Times and Washington Post
published “cynic!™ either with “poll!”
“survey!” or “data” 135 times in 1980,
and 269 times in 1997. Here again, the
election-year spikes are most visible;
national election years produce sig-
nificantly more references than non-
national election years.

The collective data suggest that
use of the word “cynic!” is rising over
time, and that many of these usages

refer to a cynical American public.
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Everyday Life

The question is, does this increased usage of the word “cynic!”
correspond with an actual rise in cynicism itself?

Measuring Cynicism in the Polls

As stated earlier, cynicism pertains to some form of
contemptuous or hostile lack of trust. Unfortunately, political
scientists have been conflating cynicism with simple distrust,
beginning even before it became fashionable to describe Ameri-
cans as cynical. In 1974, Arthur Miller evaluated measures of
cynicism by using a five-item Trust in Government scale from
the Center for Political Studies (CPS):*

*  How much of the time do you think you can trust the
government in Washington to do what is right—just about
always, most of the time, or only some of the time?

e Would yousay the government is pretty much runby afew
big interests looking out for themselves or that it is run for the
benefit of all the people?

e Do you think that people in the government waste a lot of
the money we pay in taxes, waste some of it, ordon’t waste very
much of it?

¢ Do you feel that almost all of the people running for
government are smart people who usually know what they are
doing, or do you think that quite a few of them don’t seem to
know what they are doing?

* Do you think that quite a few of the people running the
government are a little crooked, not very many are, or do you
think hardly any of them are crooked at all?

The first question alone does not exude the hostility and
contempt that are part of the many definitions of what consti-
tutes cynicism. The second presents a false dichotomy that
forces respondents to choose between two equally unrealistic
options. To assert that the government is run for the benefit of
all the people is to propound a sanguine view of government,
but to suggest that government is “pretty much” run by a few
big interests is plausible, especially when one considers that
corporations, unions, and party elites constitute a few big
interests that generate much of the American political dis-
course. The phrase “pretty much” dilutes the captious anger
and hostility that is essential to what constitutes cynicism. To
equate one’s view of wasteful spending with cynicism, as the
third question does, conflates the definition of cynicism and
fiscal conservatism. Question four measures only one’s views
about the intellectual competency of elected officials, while
question five evaluates no more than whether or not people
think government leaders are “a little crooked.”

Indeed, Jack Citrin criticized Miller’s analysis, arguing
that the Trust in Government scale did not measure cynical
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attitudes: “To believe that the government wastes ‘a lot™ of
money, can be trusted to ‘do what is right only some of the
time,” and includes ‘quite a few” people who are ‘crooked” or
‘don’t know what they are doing’ need not bespeak a deep-
seated hostility toward the political system at regime or com-
munity levels... [I]nthe 1972 election study 74% of those who
score ‘low’ on the Trust in Government scale express pride in
‘our form of government. ™

Citrin then went on to argue, however, that discontent
actually had produced cynicism, even as he retained his criti-
cisms of the scale that purported to measure it: “Increasing
discontent with current government policy undoubtedly has
contributed to the growth of political cynicism, but the decline
in ‘trusting” responses to the Trust in Government items may
alsoreflectahigherlevel of political sophistication and realism
among the general public. In addition, the current zeitgeist,
which legitimizes, even encourages, the expression of anti-
political rhetoric, makes it fashionable to denigrate politicians
and to criticize established institutions. As a result, the
burgeoning ranks of the politically cynical may include many
who are verbalizing a casual and ritualistic negativism rather
than an enduring sense of estrangement that influences their
beliefs and actions.”

But can cynics be loyal fans of their regime? Fred Steeper
and Christopher Bluntdescribe Citrin’s interpretation of Ameri-
cans’ ostensibly cynical attitudes as “fans booing their team
during a losing streak while remaining loyal fans.” Citrin
maintained his belief that Americans were cynical even as he
simultaneously suggested that (a) the CPS items may have
measured political realism rather than cynicism, and (b) the
political environment (i.e., the Watergate era) may have en-
couraged the expression of antipathy toward American politi-
cians. Citrin concluded that “the meaning of recent increases
in the level of political cynicism remains ambiguous, and to
decisively conclude that there exists widespread support for
radical political change or pervasive alienation from the politi-
cal system is premature, if not misleading.”

The conflation of cynicism and distrust continued to
prevail through the 1980s and into the 90s among political
scientists, even when the data did not portray a cynical public.
A 1992 study of 106 college students, entitled “A Study of
Cynicism, Personality, and Work Values,” concluded that only
2% of its sample could be classified as cynical, whereas 84%
were classified as “skeptical realists.” Donald Kanter and
Philip Mirvis revealed in their 1989 book, The Cynical Ameri-
cans: Living and Working in An Age of Discontent and
Disillusion, that only 19% of respondents strongly agreed with
the question “Most people are not really honest by nature”™—
hardly a convincing indicator of a cynical polity. Kanter and
Mirvis’ study was further flawed by their misunderstanding of
what cynicism is, as they cited low church attendance, high
divorce rates and more income tax evasion as signs of cynicism
in the 1980s. To them, the workplace was rife with cynicism,







